FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
bulging forehead and sly expression. Peter tried to make
himself understood and I did not know which to admire
more, Ma's patience or my companion's ingenuity. Peter
made himself charming, apologized for his travelling clothes,
smiled and protested his unworthiness of the compliments
which he guessed were being paid him. Taking advantage
of a respite to light his pipe, he remarked to me that he
could make nothing whatever of the conversation.
We presented Smig's visiting card (his name amongst the
Mongols was Oross Bai*) and giving Ma to understand that
we were Smig's greatest friends, explained that we wished to
join some big caravan going to the Tsaidarn. The position
was, I think, that Ma owed money to Srnig and so had every
reason to make himself agreeable. He controlled the greater
part of the business done in the Tsaidam, so it would be most
useful to us to have him at our back. And he had given his
daughter in marriage to "The Young General," so was not
without influence at Sining. He brought in a timid sharp-
eyed lad, half-Mongol, half-Chinese, whose name was Li, Li
was setting out with a big caravan in five days5 time and could
look after us till we got to Teijinar, where we should,
perhaps, find Smig's old partner. At Peter's suggestion Ma
also agreed to write to Feng, the Governor's secretary, saying
that there was no need to be uneasy about us, as we should be
with one of his men.
When we returned to Sining we sent a beautiful letter to
the Governor exonerating him from all responsibility in the
event of anything happening to us. For in the past the
explorer Dutreuil de Rhins had been killed in the region
and, more recently, in 1927, two Frenchmen, Louis Marteau
and his companion Louis Dupont, had disappeared with
all their belongings somewhere in the southern part of Koko
* By stretching the European, "Mr. Russian."
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